A new approach to assessing Malaysian contractor satisfaction levels by Masrom, Md & Skitmore, Martin
 
 
 
This is the author version published as: 
 
 
This is the accepted version of this article. To be published as : 
This is the author version published as: 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Catalogue from Homo Faber 2007 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
QUT Digital Repository:  
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/ 
 
Masrom, Md Asrul and Skitmore, Martin (2010) A new approach to assessing 
Malaysian contractor satisfaction levels. In: Proceedings of PM-05 - 
Advancing Project Management for the 21st Century, 29-31 May 2010, 
Moevenpick Resort & Thalasso Hotel, Heraklion, Crete Island. 
           
Copyright 2010 Centre for Construction Innovation, National Technical 
University of Athens 
PM-05 -  Advancing Project Management for the 21st Century 
“Concepts, Tools & Techniques for Managing Successful Projects” 
29-31 May 2010, Heraklion, Crete, Greece. 
 
- 1 - 
A new approach to assessing Malaysian contractor satisfaction levels 
 
Md Asrul Nasid Masrom 
(PhD Student, School of Urban Development, Queensland University of Technology, 
Brisbane, Australia) 
 
Martin Skitmore 
(Professor of Construction Economics and Management, School of Urban 
Development, Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, Australia) 
 
 
Abstract 
The extent of poor project outcomes is a recurring issue for construction industries 
worldwide. One of the main causes of these and project failure seems to be the 
inability of contractors to provide a high level of service quality to the project team. 
In Malaysia, design failures have also been identified as a further contributory 
factor. 
 
To overcome this, different types of subjective performance measurement have 
been progressively developed. These approaches are typically concerned with client 
satisfaction, customer satisfaction, home buyer satisfaction and occupant 
satisfaction, but very seldom consider contractor satisfaction.  
 
This paper examines the implications of this, and what is involved in developing 
satisfaction measures based on contractor perception instead of the typical sole 
concern with client performance. As a result, other attributes such as participants’ 
performance, business performance, project performance, external factors and 
contractor characteristics are also examined.  Several potential attributes are 
derived from interviews among Malaysian contractors, namely: performance (direct 
attributes) and contractor characteristics (indirect attributes) that possibly influence 
contractor satisfaction levels. These attributes are then developed to improve the 
existing conceptual framework.  
 
The developed framework is expected to help the project team in performing 
projects more efficiently, maintaining service quality and improving relationships 
between participants. In addition, the findings of the paper should assist 
contractors enhance competitiveness, improve their image and create more job 
opportunities in the future.  
 
1 Keywords 
Attributes, contractor satisfaction, framework, measurement, performance, 
projects.  
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The performance of the construction industry is of some cause for concern 
throughout the world. This seems to be mainly due to substandard construction 
work of contractors and the absence of a high service quality from contractors is 
widely recognised as an important influential factor. In Malaysia, however, although 
the issue of contractor service quality is still important, design failures have been 
found to be the main cause of problems.  In response to this, it is argued, an 
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effective attempt is needed to determine the contributory factors involved and 
develop diverse types of performance measurement. 
There are two basic approaches to measuring the level of performance in the 
construction industry - objective measurement (time and cost) and subjective 
measurement (quality and satisfaction). Objective measurement, also known as the 
iron triangle has extensively been used.  However, this has some limitations.  For 
example, it is ineffective for large development projects and where there is a 
diverse group of participants (Toor and Ogunlana, 2009). To alleviate this, 
subjective indicators such as satisfaction measures have been used to enhance 
existing objective methods and project outcomes. 
Satisfaction measurement and measures (SM) are derived from perceptions, 
services and values, and have received great attention in performance studies 
involving several disciplines, such as marketing, business and psychology. SM has 
also been used in the construction industry to gauge service quality. Although 
contractor satisfaction (Co-S) is one of the best indicators of construction project 
performance measurement (Soetanto and Proverbs, 2002), it is seldom used in 
practice. Additionally, existing studies on the attributes of Co-S are very limited as 
they are purely concerned with client performance. Accordingly, this study is 
focused on determining the potential attributes of Co-S and the development of a 
contractor satisfaction (Co-S) conceptual model or framework appropriate for 
construction projects. 
2. Previous studies of SM in construction 
In recent years, subjective measurement has been conducted in the construction 
field to improve construction performance in terms of level of product and service 
delivery. A number of methods and tools exist to evaluate the satisfaction levels of 
participants involved in construction projects. Previous work on performance 
measurement based on SM is dominated by client satisfaction (Cl-S), customer 
satisfaction (Cu-S), home-buyer satisfaction (Ho-S) and occupant satisfaction (Oc-
S). This suggests that SM is an efficient indicator in demonstrating performance 
levels. To establish performance standards necessitates a paradigmic shift of the 
construction industry from a product-oriented culture to a service–oriented culture.  
This is also thought to be important in improving construction project quality. As 
Soetanto and Proverbs (2004) emphasize, satisfaction and performance are 
interrelated in determining the level of performance outcomes. The different 
perspectives of the roles of SM and the attributes involved are explained in the 
following discussion. 
Arditi and Lee (2003) acknowledge that the performance of project outcomes could 
be measured in terms of client perceptions. Cl-S measurement is important to 
determine the performance levels of other parties, such as consultants and 
contractors.  However, Cl-S levels can be different from one client to another as 
each client perceives service quality in his/her own unique way based on the 
cumulative memory of many experiences.  Cheng et al., (2006) also emphasize 
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that client characteristics, including sector, size or location, may have a significant 
impact on Cl-S levels.  
Studies of SM concerning the client/customer’s perspective have been the most 
popular among researchers from a variety of disciplines. Cu-S, for example, has 
been developed to investigate customer perceptions of facilities management 
services (Tucker and Pitt, 2009). This means that satisfaction is not only limited to 
measure the quality of the end product but it seems also to be an adequate process 
in identifying service quality levels. In the construction industry, Cu-S is widely 
used to improve participant relationships, with increased understanding and 
enhanced cooperation among the participants. However, Cu-S could possibly be 
influenced by the several expectation factors, including past experience, their own 
personnel needs, image of the contractor, their own investment and relationships 
(Karna et.al, 2009). 
In a different perspective, several empirical studies emphasize the satisfaction of 
home buyers and occupants. Ho-S and Oc-S are important in demonstrating the 
project team’s performance level.  Torbica and Ricoh (2001) stress that Ho-S  is not 
only influenced by product design or product quality, but other home buyer 
characteristics such as experience, income, age, knowledge and location. To 
investigate the level of Ho-S, an instrument called HOMBSAT was developed, 
comprising the three dimensions of design quality, house quality and service. On 
the other hand, Oc-S has been introduced to determine the inappropriateness of 
design and performance of the building. This method can be conducted during the 
design stage (in the form of value engineering) as well as after completion of the 
building. 
3. Study gap 
 
According to the earlier discussion, SM is becoming a prominent approach to 
improving service and product delivery of construction projects (Chan, 2009). SM 
can provide several benefits, as it is a comprehensive way to create differentiation 
among the competitors, increase the level of service, improve the quality of the end 
product, gauge business performance, sustain business in the market place, 
increase the opportunities for repeat business with stakeholders, and enhance 
image and company reputation. Project performance measurement based on 
satisfaction levels could be made more effective by considering all project 
participants including the contractor. Soetanto and Proverbs (2002) have suggested 
that SM from a contractor perspective is an ideal assessment by which to increase 
the quality of projects.  However, the evaluation of Co-S is still not extensively 
conducted. Therefore, there is a need to improve the existing Co-S model. The 
following discussion focuses on the development of a Co-S framework by including 
other significant elements that are not fully explained in previous studies. 
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4. Research methodology 
 
According to the issues highlighted above, this study aims to identify the main 
attributes of Co-S for incorporation into a preliminary conceptual framework. The 
main attributes are derived from an extensive review of the literature and 
preliminary interviews. The framework was developed by combining two elements, 
i) performance attributes and ii) contractor characteristics. The development of the 
Co-S framework is important in order to refine the existing model. 
Several attributes were obtained by consulting previous studies. As Chen et. al 
(2009) point out, exploring the literature avoids duplicating work, identifies 
previous work in the same fields and helps attain some ideas and information that 
may suitable for the study. To establish a comprehensive Co-S model, face-to-face 
preliminary interviews were conducted with contractor personnel registered under 
the Malaysian Construction Industry Development Board (CIDB). The objective of 
the interviews was to identify additional information and specify problems not 
identified in previous work. Additionally, the interviews were important to address 
the participants’ understanding of the problems and issues involved in the study 
(Cheng et.al, 2006). Six different grades of Malaysian contractors were selected at 
random for participation in the open-ended interviews. The findings were employed 
in the development of the preliminary conceptual Co-S framework. 
5. Research findings and discussions 
The previous literature on performance measurement indicated that project 
outcomes, profitability and productivity can be improved by having an effective 
satisfaction evaluation method. In this regards, the development of a unique Co-S 
model and identification on interaction between Co-S attributes are discussed in the 
next section. 
5.1 Potential attributes pertinent to Malaysian contractor satisfaction 
levels 
 
This study begins by identifying the attributes for measuring Co-S. To attain a 
better understanding, this section provides a detailed discussion on the attributes 
includes performance attributes (direct attributor) and contractor characteristics 
(indirect attributor) as depicted in Figure 1.  
Performance Attributes (Direct Attributors) Contractor Characteristics 
       (Indirect Attributors) 
 Participant performance • Experience of the 
contractor 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Proposed conceptual framework of Co-S measurement 
Project performance 
Business performance 
• Knowledge 
• Size 
• Culture Degree of Co-S 
Satisfaction/ 
Dissatisfaction 
Legend:     
  Direct         
  Indirect    
External factors 
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5.1.1 Performance attributes 
The outcome of the research to date shows that Co-S levels depend on 
methodologies, and perspectives and attributes have been selected to measure 
degree of satisfaction. Four indicators of performance attributes were derived 
namely: i) participants’ performance; ii) project performance; iii) business 
performance; and iv) external factors (comprising project related factors, project 
procedures and the external environment). The following discussion describes each 
Co-S attribute in detail. 
 
This paper proposes an enhancement by integrating three elements, namely service 
delivery, relationships of people/participants and communications. Service delivery 
consists of items relating to products and/or services performed by the participants 
(such as clients, consultants, subcontractors and suppliers). Butcher and Sheehan 
(2010) assert that an excellent performance evaluation of the overall perspectives 
leads to a longer term improvement of performance levels. Additionally, trust has 
been identified as one of the important factors to improve relationships among 
participants (Smyth et. al, 2010). One of the interviewees also emphasized 
communication as another item for evaluating the service quality of participants. 
Effective communication is needed to improve project team relationships as it 
influences participant satisfaction (Leung et al. 2004). This shows that service 
quality is not only based on service delivery but relationships of participants and 
communications between project team also need to be taken into account in 
developing a Co-S framework.  
 
Project performance is often used as a major indicator in performance 
measurement studies. Construction projects are commonly acknowledged as 
successful when timely completed, within budget, conform to specification and 
satisfy stakeholders. To determine the appropriate Co-S attributes, this study 
proposes other attributes: functionality; profitability; absence of claims and fitness 
for purpose. However, five additional performance measures have been identified 
as applicable to contractors: cost performance; time performance; quality 
performance; owner satisfaction; and profit margin (Ling et al., 2008). As the 
interviewees emphasized in the interviews, these attributes are important for 
contractors to maintain their performance. 
 
Business performance is another important element in measuring Co-S levels. 
Commonly, contractor performance is judged by cost, time and quality alone. 
However, some previous studies argue that contractor performance should be 
extended to include the continued activity of contractors, as measured by their 
profitability, investment in research and development, harmonious working 
relations throughout projects, environmental protection and safety. Furthermore, 
business performance also depends on the resources and capabilities of the 
construction company, its project management competencies, the strengths of its 
relationships between project team members and the strategies of the company. 
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Another key attribute that influences Co-S levels is external factors. Project 
characteristics and the transparency of government procedures on contractor 
selection are considered to be among the important external factors influencing Co-
S. Having good connections (guanxi) between the contractor and the client are still 
essential for the successful procurement of projects in many countries (Ling et al., 
2005). In addition, the environmental issues of: economic environment; social 
environment; political environment; physical environment; industrial relationships 
environment; technology advance have a potential influence on Co-S levels.  
 
5.1.2 Contractor characteristics 
 
The impact of indirect attributes or contractor characteristics are important to 
examine the degree of Co-S levels. Informed by the literature and the preliminary 
interviews results, the four indirect attributes of contractor’s experience, 
knowledge, size and culture, were found to be necessary to taken into 
consideration. 
 
The contractor’s experience is an important criterion for evaluating the performance 
of the contractor which may influence Co-S levels. The contractor’s experience is 
commonly determined by the number of years working in construction. Pemsel et 
al. (2009) assert that experience from previous projects influence the expectation 
of the final outcome. However, the contractor’s expectations also affect the decision 
as they are based on perceived service performance. The expectation or standard 
of experience of a contractor could be determined by the contractor’s familiarity 
with the market, understanding of regulations and technical and management 
skills. The result indicates that, to evaluate Co-S levels, it is important to consider 
experience in terms of the total work volume on similar projects, the average work 
volume on similar projects, experience of contract types and teams, working in 
similar geographical conditions and working in similar weather conditions on similar 
projects.  
 
Another characteristic that impacts on Co-S is knowledge. Currently, most projects 
require a high level of skills in terms of technology, material and safety, thus the 
contractor’s personnel need to have sufficient basic knowledge in these areas. 
Interviews results indicate that an effective and knowledgeable contractor is 
necessary to ensure the work is delivered according to the work programme, 
standards of requirements and specified level of quality. Know-how knowledge is 
important but hardly to be shared as it acquired through learned behaviour. The 
relationship between this knowledge and Co-S can be derived as the contractor has 
different levels of expectation from which judge performance. 
 
In construction, contractors can be distinguished according to several sizes - such 
as small, medium and large - and based on their capital and financial capabilities. 
Additionally, this includes organizational structure, current workload, technical 
personnel and management capability. Larger contractors have different 
expectations than small or medium size contractors. Although several direct 
attributors influence performance measurement based on Co-S levels, the literature 
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and the interviews results show that characteristics such as the contractor size 
indirectly impact on the degree of Co-S. For example, larger size contractors have 
different needs, as they are as concerned as much with their reputation as with 
profit.  
 
In construction, culture is concerned with the impact of a nation’s culture on 
construction management. Additionally, culture in project management also has 
been investigated by Bredillet et.al (2010). Every organization practices different 
systems, arrangements and procedures.  Co-S levels could be affected by culture 
as it relates to motivation, efforts to innovate, incentives offered and 
implementation of new technology. Additionally, the construction industry currently 
emphasizes environmental issues and innovation as there are several important 
requirements that need to be fulfilled.  
6. Conclusions 
An integrated framework of Co-S levels is proposed as shown in Figure 1. This 
integrates the two main attributes (direct attributes and indirect attributes) that 
have been discussed in the previous section. The paper demonstrates these two 
highlighted components to measure performance, namely: (1) direct attributes also 
known as performance attributes that consist of several elements such as 
participants’ performance (service quality), project performance, and business 
performance and external factors; (2) indirect attributes also known as contractor 
characteristics that comprises several elements including knowledge, size of the 
organization, experience and culture. The model established is likely to be beneficial 
to contractors in enhancing and maintaining their level of business as well as 
improving project performance. Additionally, the proposed Co-S framework may be 
able to motivate clients, consultants and other participants to enhance their service 
and product quality, compete in the market place, eliminate claims and disputes, 
and increase their trust in the contractor’s capability.  
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